Malaysia is the largest producer and exporter of palm oil. Nevertheless, Malaysia may soon lose its position if there are lacks of initiatives to sustain it. Benchmarking can be used to stimulate process improvement by determining best practices across oil palm organizations through understanding critical success factors which enabled higher performance in leading organizations. The main objective of this paper is to identify benchmarking barriers that hinder or disrupt the benchmarking implementation in oil palm industry. To achieve these objectives, 700 sets of questionnaire were distributed among oil palm planters and millers in Malaysia. The survey results had indicated that the three main obstacles faced in implementing benchmarking in oil palm industry are: lack of understanding of benchmarking knowledge, lack of clarity with regard to specific areas to be benchmarked and management culture. In the authors' opinion this survey findings would be useful and considerable interest to all level of benchmarking practitioners in the oil palm industry.
1.0 INTRODUCTION
Palm oil is an important player in the global oils and fats business. Palm oil was introduced to Malaysia at the start of the 20th century, identified as an economically important crop back in 1903 by the Department of Agriculture and commercially produced since 1917 [1] .
However, greater awareness on improving oil palm process and product sustainability in recent years has led to the development and implementation of a wide range of instruments for measuring, evaluating and comparing an organization performance [2] . Thus, Lee et al. [3] beliefs that despite various sophisticated instruments engaged by the multinational companies, benchmarking as one of the simplest tool has been proven for its effectiveness to improve performance in many areas. Nevertheless, benchmarking can also be a very costly investment of resources that brings minimal return on investment, if the approach to benchmarking is not targeted, well-planned and organized [4] . For that reason, this paper aims to identify the barriers that could hinder the success of benchmarking implementation especially in oil palm industry. It is crucial for oil palm companies to avoid on anything that will impact its performance, quality and utilization of existing resources.
2.0 LITERATURE REVIEW
Determination of the most relevant barriers is essential in benchmarking implementation, as it pinpoints critical areas for improvement. According to Amaral and Sousa [5] , barrier is any obstacles, pitfall, drawback, limitation, or difficulty that arises before and during the benchmarking implementation. There are various researches conducted to discover the critical success factor in benchmarking implementation, but the research specifically focused on barriers to benchmarking is still very limited [5] .
Through comprehensive literature review and discussion with the experts of oil palm industry, 21 benchmarking barriers were identified and presented in Table 1 . The listed benchmarking barriers would be a guidance and provision to those organizations especially for oil palm companies to implement the benchmarking successfully. In addition, some of the literatures classified the major benchmarking implementation barriers under five main barriers, namely; encompassing knowledge; resources; support; complexity; cultural and transformational.
Knowledge barrier: This barrier reflects the lack of proper knowledge regarding benchmarking as a philosophy and methodology in quality improvement. Failure of organization to transfer the benchmarking knowledge to the employees will hinder from achieving a desirable benchmarking output. Brah et al. [6] revealed that lack of awareness on understanding of benchmarking concept contribute to the most common reason for organization not to implement benchmarking.
Resources barrier: Lack of resources can stem the revenue generation and will become a thorn in a company business development [7] . One of the common problem faced by organization undertaking benchmarking is resource constraints which include time, finance, facility to access to the required information and expertise, although time was by far the greatest factor [7, 8] .
Support barrier: This barrier deal with lack of top management commitment, no proper vision and mission, lack of leadership and poor communication at all level of organization. To ensure successful benchmarking, top management should strive to harmonize benchmarking in strategic planning processes and the direction of the organization [9] .
Complexity barrier: Complexity barrier embraces such organizational issues, such as: ineffective internal and external communication networking, difficult to obtain precise data for benchmarking and organizational politics. According to Longbottom [10] , when the benchmarking was being carried out in ad hoc manner, the organization may achieved sub-optimal impact on company's performance, even though the benchmarking effort is deemed to be successful by the practitioners.
Cultural and transformational barrier: Consists of items that deal with change of culture, fear to change, lack of employee commitment and lack of confidence by employees [11] . The other pitfall more frequently encountered is to attempt to duplicate best practices from their benchmarking partners without adapting them to the company's environment [6] .
However, in this paper the focus on the list of 21 barriers will be elaborated, discussed and determined the most critical barriers in benchmarking implementation particularly involving oil palm plantations and palm oil mills discretely.
3.0 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
A self-administered questionnaire was employed in this research. The questionnaire was designed using relevant findings from the literature and insights gathered from the semi-structured interviews conducted during site visit to several palm oil mills and oil palm plantations. This survey questionnaire reliability and consistency was analyzed by using Statistical Package for the Science Social (SPSS) software, Version 17 prior to distribution via postal to 350 palm oil mill managers and 350 oil palm plantation managers in Malaysia. The reliability test indicates that this instrument Cronbach's alpha value is 0.843. This shows it is a reliable instrument because its Cronbach's alpha value is much higher than the minimum acceptable level is 0.7 [20] . A high value for Cronbach's alpha indicates good internal consistency of the items in the scale [21] .
Besides that, this questionnaire was also pre-tested for further refinement, adjustments and elimination of questions that were not appropriate. The questionnaire contains two sections: first section is devised to acquire the general information about respondents' company; meanwhile, the second section consists of the 21 barriers that may obstruct the benchmarking implementation in Malaysia oil palm industry. The respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with these barrier statements using a five-point Likert scale, where 1 represented "strongly disagree", 2 represented "disagree", 3 represented "somewhat agree", 4 represented "agree" and 5 represented "strongly agree". Table 2 presents the company background and the respondents' years of employment. Altogether, 343 respondents' feedback were collected (i.e. 180 from mills and 163 from plantations) giving a response rate about 49%. All respondents were assumed to have a broad knowledge and a lot of experienced with respect to the firm's operational and practices being majority of them have more than ten years' working experience in the oil palm industry. Figure 1 provides a breakdown of standard quality management system implemented in the respondents' companies. Forty seven percent of the companies had obtained some form of quality certification, while the remaining 53% were not certified to any quality certification system.
4.0 FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

The Respondents' Profile
Figure 1
Percentage of standard quality management system implementation
Identification of Benchmarking Barrier
It can be seen clearly from Table 3 , that almost all the barriers give a mean value more than 3.00. This results show that these barriers are consensually agreed by the respondents as critical in obstructing the effectiveness of benchmarking implementation in oil palm industry.
For oil palm plantations, lack of understanding of benchmarking knowledge (3.61) becomes the most critical barriers in benchmarking implementation. Meanwhile, the most critical barrier perceived by palm oil mills is lack of clarity regarding which specific areas are to be benchmarked (3.50) Nevertheless, for both sectors found that the two least critical benchmarking barriers are lack of support from senior management and high tendency to cooperate with unsuccessful partner. On overall, it can be concluded that among all the critical barriers, lack of understanding of benchmarking knowledge, lack of clarity with regard to specific areas to be benchmarked and management culture are perceived as the most critical barriers that need serious attention by the oil palm benchmarking practitioners. The existence of a mean gap of benchmarking barriers in oil palm plantations and palm oil mills is clearly reflected in Figure 2 .
Benchmarking Barrier with Respect to Business of Nature
This section explored the significance difference of 21 benchmarking barriers identified between two groups of company (i.e. GLC and private companies) for both sectors. To achieve this objective, the independent mean comparison t-test was executed. By referring to Table 4 , there are seven barriers, which might show significant difference in oil palm plantations. They are lack of understanding of benchmarking knowledge, inadequate employee skills on the organizational processes, lack of comprehensive quality programme, reluctance to get participate, benchmarking is complex, lack of clarity regarding which specific areas are to be benchmarked and resistance and unwillingness to change.
This findings consistent with Jain et al. [22] who indicated that lack of staff support might hinder benchmarking implementation at various stages from inception to execution of benchmarking implementation. Without fully understand the benchmarking concept that may cause the disruption of the whole benchmarking implementation process. The practitioners tend to lose their direction and waste their time and other resources [18] .
The results of benchmarking barriers in GLC and Private palm oil mill are illustrated in Table 5 . Again, both groups of companies rated the lack of understanding of benchmarking knowledge as one of the major barriers in benchmarking implementation at palm oil mills. The private palm oil mills perceived that management culture and lack of skilled workers also may obstacle the benchmarking implementation. The resources constraint appears to have significant difference with pvalue of 0.011 at palm oil mills. Fowler & Campbell recognized that benchmarking initiatives will necessitate the deployment of adequate resources in terms of people, time and finance. Relatively, the absence of a specialized team or department in the benchmarking implementation led to increased time and resource costs for the project [19] .
Benchmarking Barrier with Respect to Quality Certified and Non-Quality Certified Companies.
The result in Table 6 indicates that there is no statistical difference on benchmarking barriers for quality certified and non-quality certified oil palm plantation companies except for five barriers. These barriers are; management culture, resistance and unwillingness to change, resource constraints, lack of understanding of benchmarking knowledge and performance gaps does not trigger improvement efforts. These gaps may happen due to the absence of readiness to change or the change occurs rapidly. Indeed, the benchmarking created an imperative for change but this new approach tends to create the stress and anxiety among the practitioners if the proper plans are not in placed.
With reference to p-value in Table 7 , it can be seen that only three benchmarking barriers have the significant difference between quality certified and non-quality certified palm oil mill companies. They are lack of comprehensive quality programme, inadequate employee skills on the organizational processes and lack of skilled workers. Obviously, scarce in comprehensive quality programme (p=0.001) becomes one of benchmarking barrier that may contribute to large gaps between quality certified and non-quality certified mills. High turnover among palm oil mill middle management staffs may also contribute to these gaps.
Recommended Remedial Action to Minimize the Benchmarking Barriers
The success of benchmarking can be achieved by reducing the effects of hindrances or overcome the benchmarking barriers. This section provides several proposals on the way forward for the organization to initially minimize and ultimately eliminates the obstacles in benchmarking implementation. Jain et al. [22] suggest that emphasis should not be placed on highlighting the difference between companies; rather one should concentrate on identifying best practices to improve company's competitiveness. High dedication of middle management level towards benchmarking is a very important precondition in order to promote and adopt benchmarking in the company [6] . With this concern, it will give the message to the rest of employee that benchmarking is ongoing process which is valuable and which motivate them to accomplish the benchmarking goal.
A clear emphasis on strategic planning process would provide the mechanism for selection of critical benchmarking projects and focus the organization efforts and resources [10] .
In order to mitigate the employee resistance to benchmarking effort, the organization need to provide well-conceived training, reward and feedback systems. These rewards do not necessarily be financial, but they must be meaningful and timely.
Tyler [23] proposed the best way to overcome the problem on identifying what to benchmark is by focusing on the desired qualities and characteristics of the organization's processes or outputs that could be traceable and visible. Further, Deros et al. [12] noted that through practicing the self-assessment approach will allows the organization to monitor in a regular basis what activities are going well, those which have stagnated and what needs to be improved. To ensure the continuity and consistency of benchmarking implementation, the management should have a strategic planning to minimize the high turnover among middle managers especially at oil palm mills.
Hinton et al. [8] suggest in their study that, when benchmarking activities are planned, attention should be paid to training in team working, communications and change management and as well as to technical skills associated with the steps of benchmarking.
Meanwhile, Sakyi et al. [24] stressed that to include personnel with prior benchmarking experience in the team or as a partner when embarking benchmarking for the first time.
5.0 CONCLUSION
The survey findings enlightened three main critical barriers in oil palm plantations and palm oil mills benchmarking implementation i.e. lack of understanding of benchmarking knowledge, lack of clarity with regard to specific areas to be benchmarked and management culture. These findings also revealed that there is no significant difference with regards to business of nature (i.e. GLC and Private companies) for both sector accept for some of barriers discussed above. Similarly, it is noted that there is no significant difference in term of identified barriers between quality certified and non-quality certified of oil palm plantation and palm oil mills. Benchmarking practitioners should bear in mind that the distinction between different types of benchmarking barriers may required different strategies and diverse degrees of difficulty to overcome them.
